It is generally known that when the agenda of one people was to colonise new lands, the Aboriginal/ Indigenous people of those 'new' lands became a problem. With the continent now known as Australia being the last to be 'discovered' and claimed by the British in 1778, the colonisers had much experience from previous land grabs to know how to deal with the 'natives'. The history of Australia is not a pretty one.
The movement of explorers, anthropologists and missionaries in their respective searches for useable lands for settlement, agriculture and precious minerals, for scientific and historical knowledge, or to preach the word of their God to the Godless throughout the land, provided windows into the past like no other. Their records, photographs and writings whether showing distain, contempt, irreverence or admiration to the Aboriginal People, nevertheless has left a tangible legacy that cannot be ignored any longer.
Aboriginal People and Aboriginal Culture are internationally recognised as the oldest living peoples and culture on this planet. Modern methodologies have confirmed a minimum of 60,000 years, however, Aboriginal People believe it is much longer. Our culture is as diverse and complex as the land it honours. It has survived the passing of time, the ravages of nature and the onslaught of colonial invasion. It continues to survive the legacy of marginalisation in the modern world, and faces the future with regeneration, while as an oppressed People, we suffer horrendous health problems, substance abuse and social dilapidation, 1 I thank my colleague, Professor Fiona Magowan of Queens University, Belfast, and Dr Leon Wainwright of the UK Open University, London, for the invitation and support that enabled me to participate in the Disturbing Pasts conference in Vienna, and the National Stolen Generations Alliance (Australians for Truth, Justice and Healing) back home in Australia for its support. This is my second painting, but the first one that I shared with my family to explain the reality of living with my adopted family (at top) and of searching for my Aboriginal family (at bottom). It shows the teaching from my adoptive parents, and the internal cultural identity that has always been in me from my Mother and Father. It is surrounded in a way that shows the isolation I felt throughout my journey.
through poverty and a lack of self-determination, and endure a Government manufactured, micro-managed, paternalistic experiment.
Yes, there are positives, and there are wins for Aboriginal People within the development of the country Australia. But do not for one moment believe that those positives and wins have been handed on a silver platter. They have been fought in the courts, the United Nations, with the blood, sweat and tears of amazing leaders within our community over the last two hundred years, and in more recent times, with the support of organisations such as Amnesty International and the World Health Organisation.
The Disturbing Pasts conference is one of several that I have chosen to participate in as an Aboriginal woman, and whether it assists the ongoing struggle for Truth, Justice and Healing in our Aboriginal Community, I do not know. In saying this, I urge you to consider that I believe most profoundly in the benefits of sharing and caring. Let it be understood that I care about what has happened in the past to all the other participants who are bearing their souls, their pain and their hopes for their people's future in these few days that we are together.
We Aboriginal People learn about what happens in other countries for ourselves. We do not rely on newspapers, television or the internet. We accept the hand of friendship and support from others from all over the world. We visit their communities, speak to the People, see and work within their organisations and listen to their stories. We share our knowledge, experiences and stories, and we look for commonalities in how we have survived, and with every new encounter, connect in a spiritual way that unites us as Human Beings in our shared, diverse and amazing world.
aboriginal art is an expression of our Culture -nothing more, nothing less. However, what it encompasses is vast. We can express our Creation, Land, Food, Resources, Technology, Knowledge, Language, Dance, Story, Song-lines, Dreaming, Acknowledgement, Tradition, Education, Survival and Responsibility. Our Art is premised in our Tjukurrpa which is made up of three worlds: (1) The Human World, (2) The Physical World and (3) The Sacred World. Our art practices are expressions of our Culture. Culture is not something that is given to us from the outside. Culture is an intrinsic essence within us that nurtures our identity -giving us an understanding of who we are. Culture is part of our genetic makeup, it is the life-force that guides our spirit, and subsequently the foundation of the voice we present outwardly.
As an ancient Culture, our Art is and should be respected as among the world's unique treasures.
Capturing the delicate beauty of the MacDonnell Ranges and my homeland areas around Hermannsburg (Ntaria) in watercolour, Albert Namatjira first tantalised the taste buds of the art world some eighty years ago. Since then, interest in Aboriginal Art has become apparent to the mainstream.
With the emergence of the majestic bark paintings from the Top End and soon after, the Traditional imagery in paintings from Papunya (Northern Territory) in the early 1970s, known as Western Desert Art, the world got a brief glimpse of the mysteries that Aboriginal culture possesses.
When viewing a lot of Western Desert Art, you imagine that you are a bird in the sky, looking down over land, looking down over the painting. It is from this perspective that you can often recognise the contours of the land, paths of the rivers, the growth and changes of the vegetation and the earthy colours of the land, the tracks of the People and the animals that have passed by. Other images presented relate to the huge sand paintings prepared for traditional ceremonies which incorporate body painting designs relating to the status and responsibility of the participants. Iconography can be understood through legend.
I was born in Alice Springs in 1959, three months after the passing of the legendary Albert Namatjira. He was my mother's Uncle, which in the context of our extended family network he is one of my grandfathers. I have read much about him and heard stories from people who knew him. I have seen many of his paintings hanging in galleries, and prints for sale, and I have read books about his life. I am in awe of his talent, his strength, his wisdom and his stamina, in all that he went through due to his fame. Recently I finished a book published in 1963 about his life Namatjira: Wanderer between Two Worlds by Joyce D. Batty, and it brought tears to my eyes and sorrow to my heart. I encourage all of you to find out more about this amazing human being -if anything, you will truly understand the realities of living in and between two worlds in all its hypocritical glory, and gain a better understanding of the battle of two cultures, laws, traditions and People, that continues today.
my story
I was born Tanya Kamarra Fly in Alice Springs in 1959. My mother gave birth to me in the Alice Springs Hospital, and I was taken immediately from her. At ten days old, I was taken to the Alice Springs Receiving Home and later transported 1,500 kilometres South to Adelaide (the capital of South Australia) and placed in the Kate Cocks Baby Home for Adoption.
I was taken not because my mother had given me up for a better life (as recorded in information given The message of this painting is to trust your gut feelings -intuition. Our spirit is within. When a person is aware and centred, he or she may at times shine like a beacon and attract those who are still unsure and searching. The star representing the strength of spirit reaches out to family members and community elders who continue to give encouragement. The background colours are those of the earth and vegetation, reflecting the movement of sand and time.
to my adoptive parents), but as a result of Government Policies and Legislation. This was publically exposed by the Bringing Them Home Report released in 1997, the final report of the National Inquiry into Humphries who began the Child Migrant Trust. This work was instrumental in what became the National Inquiry that produced the Bringing Them Home Report.
As a result of this trip, I was targeted by those who did not want this history to be made public. After much anguish and disbelief, I retreated to the bush community of the man who claimed me as his daughter, in order to (as he put it) 'forget the politics of town and white men, come home and learn your culture,' which I did.
my art
In 1991, I moved to Atitjere (known on maps as Harts Range, but changed recently to Arltarpita following their successful land claim). There I began painting.
My art is culturally appropriate to being an Aranda woman. It details my life experiences and interpretations of my inherent Dreaming Stories, as taught to me by my family elders. I am a strong advocate of copyright protection, cultural respect and integrity, and have been involved in numerous aspects of the 'Australian Indigenous Arts Industry' over the past twenty-one years.
My first painting, which relates to my children, remains my private piece.
My second painting, and officially what I call the First painting that I showed to anyone, was entitled Two Families. It was done so that my family could understand what had happened to me, and the search I undertook for my family. The Art I create is my voice and expression as an Aranda Woman: an Aboriginal Australian, a Human Being.
art in healing
At times, my work can be specific, and may represent: The process may move along tangents which I follow up. I may develop a series of paintings, and can go back to any painting, and that is a whole story in itself.
I do no paint to sell (unless I have been specifically commissioned). I do sell when asked, only when I am ready to let that particular painting go.
Rather, I paint to tell my story. I cannot speak using language; painting is my voice and it comes from my soul, my spirit, my culture, my ancestors, my Tjukurrpa. I have been conducting Art in Healing workshops for years, and so know that the strength of this art is its direct relation and relevance to the People I present and work with. My personal journey may be different to theirs, but the issues, the feelings and the grief and loss is the same. I have an understanding, and work with them in a safe place where they can engage in personal discussions that are conceptually developed into a painting. Here there is access to counselling (if traumatic experiences bring on emotional responses) and there is an agreed code of conduct, respect and confidentiality between participants, mentors and support people. For many, it is the first time that they have been able to express innermost thoughts, memories, country and identity as Aboriginal People.
To make Art from Trauma is a revolution in itself. What I have learned throughout my schooling about the history of European art is that it has evolved from the vision of one person, and been elevated to heights that represent the voice of the people, and been the premise for revolution.
If The 'Aesthetic' of any individual piece of Aboriginal Art determines an opinion, an interpretation, a like or dislike, by the viewer, and that is fine. What I share with you is that what has been presented in that Artwork: an expression of Culture. Whether it has a detailed story by that Artwork to assist you in the message of the painting is up to the Artist. Just know that it is a story that the Artist has allowed to be shared, and that should be received with respect and evoke an openness that has allowed you a window into our world, that survives within a world that mostly does not know anything about us.
I continue to work for Truth, Justice and Healing for Stolen Generations People, Families and our Communities, assisting with the shellshock of a traumatised People subjected to genocidal practices that they thought would make us die out quickly and quietly.
As Australia takes its place on the United Nations Security Council, like so many Aboriginal People, I will be monitoring their participation, input and presentations about Human Rights issues relevant to us, while we continue to fight for Reparations for the past injustices that Aboriginal People today continue to suffer from. 
